Bariatric surgery can help severely obese people lose weight. It can improve blood sugar control in patients with diabetes and may even lead to diabetes remission for some patients. It is not clear whether bariatric surgery helps lower the risk for diabetes-related complications in the eye (known as diabetic retinopathy), nerves in the feet (known as diabetic neuropathy), or kidneys (known as diabetic nephropathy).
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To see whether the risks for diabetes-related complications were different between severely obese patients who had bariatric surgery and similar patients who received usual medical care.
Who was studied?
Severely obese adult patients with type 2 diabetes who were seen in 4 large health systems in the United States. Of these patients, 4024 had bariatric surgery and 11,059 received usual medical care.
How was the study done?
Researchers looked at information from electronic health records to identify the sample of patients included in the study (patients with type 2 diabetes and severe obesity). From this sample, they found patients who developed a diabetes-related complication of the eye, kidney, or nerves, and they collected information on when these complications happened. The researchers calculated the overall risk for developing at least 1 of these complications. They also calculated the risk for developing each complication individually for patients who had bariatric surgery and those who did not.
What did the researchers find?
After an average of 4.5 years of follow-up, the researchers found that the patients who had bariatric surgery had lower risk for diabetes complications overall than the patients who had usual medical care. They also found a lower risk for diabetes complications in the eye, kidney, or nerves in patients who had bariatric surgery compared with the group that received standard medical care.
What were the limitations of the study?
It is not possible to tell if bariatric surgery actually caused the decreased risk for diabetes complications or if the decreased risk happened because of another factor that the researchers were not aware of.
What are the implications of the study?
This large study of patients in 4 health systems suggests that bariatric surgery is associated with less risk for diabetes-related complications in severely obese patients with type 2 diabetes. 
